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Abstract 
This paper focuses on the importance of bringing research-based evidence to enrich the Internal Quality Assurance Systems 
(QAS) and, consequently, the overall educational process. The study hereby described regards the Internal QAS of Teaching and 
Learning at the University of Aveiro as a vehicle for enhancing the quality of the educational process. The paper presents the 
study purpose and objectives; the methodology employed, and the qualitative data from the students and teachers’ reports.  The 
discussion focuses on the first outputs of the study and on how it can help institutional managers, teachers and students to cope 
with the identified problems. 
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1. Introduction 
This paper focuses on the importance of bringing research-based evidence to enrich the Internal Quality 
Assurance Systems (QAS) and, consequently, the overall educational process. The study hereby described regards 
the Internal Quality Assurance System of Teaching and Learning (QAS-TL) at the University of Aveiro (Portugal) 
as a vehicle for enhancing the quality of the educational process, focusing on both the students’ and teachers’ 
perceptions. The paper sets out to present the study purpose and its objectives; the methodology employed, and will 
then discuss the qualitative data findings from the students’ representatives and coordinating teachers’ reports. This 
qualitative analysis focuses on the improvement plans (developed by the course coordinating teachers whenever a 
problematic situation is identified), and on the teachers’ self and hetero-evaluation of the teaching practice. The 
discussion will focus on the first outputs of the study and on how it can help institutional managers, teachers and 
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students to cope with the identified problems, not only in terms of the QAS efficiency but also in terms of the 
monitoring process of the teaching and learning. 
2. Setting the scene  
The project design was based on the discussion of a topic that has been a priority at the international level: the 
demand for quality and constant self-assessment of the teaching and learning process in higher education, as we can 
observe in the work carried out by the European University Association (EUA), the UNESCO forum in Higher 
Education (Kearney, 2008), the ENQA or the OECD (2003). This concern is motivated, in part, by the current 
landscape of graduate and postgraduate degrees in Europe, more specifically the variety of offers and the increasing 
number of candidate students that are emerging as a consequence of the economical sector and ‘Knowledge 
Societies’ competitiveness (Kearney, 2008). In addition, it may be assumed that the Bologna Process accelerated 
this tendency by (i) promoting the discussion around quality assurance issues, strengthening the necessity of 
developing internal and external quality assurance agencies and (ii) encouraging comparable study degrees which 
facilitates the mobility of researchers in the European area, essential to develop competitive, innovative and 
interdisciplinary research (Sursock & Smidt, 2010).  
Internal Quality Assurance Systems (QAS) have been emerging in Higher Education institutions around the 
world and look forward to the transparency and accreditation of study programmes across Europe, as it was deemed 
essential after the Bologna process. This trend has motivated an increased concern of institutions to design and 
implement internal QAS to support the external process of evaluation, so that they can meet the criteria and 
indicators, which are fundamental for accountability purposes. Until recently, studies have been focusing their 
attention on the implications and/or impact of QAS in teaching and learning.  Some of these studies present 
monitoring and evaluation models mainly focused on the evaluation of study programmes and student learning 
outcomes. The complexity of such models requires, has Hodgson (2011) pointed out, the commitment from student, 
teachers and administrative staff and the pre-existence of an institutional quality culture in order that the 
‘bureaucracy’ involved in the process may not constrain the process and turn it into another administrative and 
unsuitable instrument. In fact, the evaluation procedure and the on-going process of improvement make sense only if 
they make it possible to establish the commitment and involvement of the different stakeholders (Vettori, Lueger & 
Knassmülle, 2007). Our study intends to contribute to the enrichment of this field of knowledge, by providing the 
added value of including explicit requirements for the improvement of the teaching and learning processes within 
the QAS itself, and thus also becoming an important source of data for research purposes. 
3. The study purpose and objectives 
The purpose of the present study is to bring research-based evidence to institutional quality assurance systems, 
attempting to develop a deeper understanding of the problems identified, so that interventions and changes can be 
proposed in order to enhance the teaching and learning processes, and, above all, improve the students’ learning 
experience (Oliver, Tucker, Gupta & Yeo, 2008; Machado dos Santos, 2009). In order to achieve this purpose a 
‘partnership’ was established between the Rectorate and a group of researchers from the Laboratory for the 
Evaluation of Educational Research of the University of Aveiro, in Portugal. 
The evaluation and monitoring process associated with the QAS-TL at the University of Aveiro serves three 
principles, also pointed by Scheerens, Glas & Thomas (2003):  (i) to formally regulate desired levels of quality of 
educational outcomes and provisions; (ii) to hold educational service providers accountable, and (iii) to support on-
going improvement in education. The results presented in this paper are associated with the last principle, and 
therefore related to the quality enhancement dimension. The overall aim is to contribute to increase the 
understanding of the data collected by the institutional QAS and to contribute to a better understanding on the 
convergence and divergence views of students and teachers regarding the Curricular Units (CU) they are involved 
in. 
So, the leading question of this research is formulated as follows: 
Can research-based evidence foster the Quality Assurance Systems of Teaching and Learning (QAS-TL) by 
enriching the understanding of the data collection, and the (re)design of the evaluation model? 
For the purpose of the present paper, we are focusing on the next specific objectives: 
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1. To describe the perspectives of students and teachers by analysing the qualitative data collected from the 
QAS-TL, and considering the weak and strong points pointed out by both groups; 
2. To identify the problems, and their main domains, addressed in the improvement plans proposed by the 
coordinating teachers; 
3. To explore the weak and strong points assumed by teachers in their hetero and self-evaluation. 
 
With these objectives we hope to contribute to the discussion on teaching quality in higher education. A more 
detailed description of the structure of the QAS_TL which supports the results discussed in this article is available in 
the paper presented at the 5th European Quality Assurance Forum (Huet, Rafael, Costa & Oliveira, 2010) and the 
paper presented at the Institutional Strategic Quality Management Conference (Huet, Rafael, Costa, Figueiredo & 
Oliveira, 2011). For the sake of space and focus, the system's structure will not be described here. 
4. Methodology 
The study, which uses a mixed design, is focused, in this first phase, on the analysis of qualitative data, aiming to 
confront the perspectives of students and teachers (through the analysis of reports with open questions). We are 
seeking to understand whether the identified problems by the teachers, and by the students, are correlated, and also 
if the Improvement Plans (developed by the coordinating teachers) are in line with the identified problems and the 
issues pointed out by the teachers, and by the students. 
In this sense we are trying to answer the next research questions: 
1. What are the weak and strong points referred by students and teachers regarding the teaching and learning 
process taking place at the curricular unit level?  
2. What are the convergence and divergence points (weak and strong points)? 
3. Do teachers, in their reports, corroborate the main problems referred by students? 
4. Are the improvement plans, proposed by teachers, addressing the weak points referred by the students?  
5. What are the main dimensions considered in the self and hetero evaluation reported by the coordinating 
teachers?  
4.1. Sample 
For conducting this study, a representative sample of the total number of Curricular Units (CUs) of the first and 
second cycle of the UA’s post-Bologna from the academic year of 2009/2010 was selected. This sample (random 
selection n=320) has a confidence level of 95% (5% maximum error). The subjects are teachers and students 
involved in these CUs.  
This paper analyses 280 CUs composed by 369 reports from students’ representatives and 280 reports from 
coordinating teachers. The difference between the number of CUs and students’ reports is due to the fact that there 
are many CUs taken by different courses, with different students’ representatives.   
 
Instruments 
The QAS_TL implemented at the University of Aveiro comprises several data collection instruments: the Student 
Survey, the Students’ Representatives Report, the Individual Teacher’s Report and the Coordinating Teacher’s 
Reports. Although we will briefly describe each instrument in order to clarify the discussion on the data analysis that 
will follow in the next sections, the data presented in the paper is based on the Students’ Representatives Report and 
on the Coordinating Teacher’s Reports. 
 
Student Survey 
At the end of each semester, the Student Survey is made available electronically, via the institutional informatics 
platform PACO (also used for several other administrative academic purposes). The information is statistically 
processed, and a set of filters is then applied to automatically identify the CUs for which special attention should be 
paid attention, either for problematic or good practice situations.  
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Each student, after choosing the courses for which he/she feels that is capable of answering the survey (based on 
their rate of attendance to classes and overall engagement), and for each of those courses, is asked to answer four 
different sections of the survey: a section devoted to the workload of the course (ECTS evaluation); a self-evaluation 
section, concerning the student’s motivation and level of engagement (6 items); a section devoted to the Curricular 
Unit as a whole, concerning its organization, goals and the teaching and assessment activities proposed (11 items); 
and finally, a section devoted to the teachers’ performance (one set of 12 items for each of the teachers involved in 
the CU).  
 
6WXGHQWV¶5HSUHVHQWDWLYHV5HSRUW 
Again at the end of each semester, a meeting is held between the students’ elected representatives for each 
programme in which they are asked to reflect on the delivery for that particular semester and fill in a report, also 
available electronically. This report asks about strong and weak aspects of the delivery, any cases of good practices, 
from their point of view and suggestions for the improvement of the teaching and learning processes. The electronic 
report is structured around these four focus aspects and students provide open written answers. 
 
,QGLYLGXDO7HDFKHUV¶5HSRUW 
Each teacher involved in any CU is also asked to fill in an individual report, available electronically via the QAS 
informatics platform, which obeys a pre-defined structure considering the following issues: whether the full syllabus 
was delivered; the adequacy of the available resources; the adequacy of the number of students per class; the 
students’ mastery of the CU’s pre-requisites; the alignment of the assessment methods with the teaching activities 
and the intended learning outcomes. For each of these five dimensions, the teacher is asked to answer a closed 
question but there is also an open field in which comments can be made. 
The report also includes a self-evaluation section in which the teacher is asked to answer four closed questions. 
Again, an open field is provided for any additional comments. 
 
&RRUGLQDWLQJ7HDFKHUV¶5HSRUW 
Once all the reports just described have been completed, the CU’s coordinating teacher is required to write a 
global report, which should take into account the data provided by those instruments, and by the student survey. As 
all the other reports, the coordinating teacher’s report is available online, and only comprises open questions that 
require the teacher to reflect on: the alignment of proposed teaching activities and learning outcomes; the adequacy 
of the proposed activities to the competences previously acquired by the students; the available resources and their 
impact on the learning process; the assessment methods and their correlation to the failure rates for the CU; the 
match between the ECTS attributed to the CU in the curricular plan and the workload declared by the students in the 
students survey; the strong and weak aspects of the teaching practice. 
For those CUs in which a problematic situation has been identified, the coordinating teachers are also required to 
develop an Improvement Plan (IP). There are specific fields for the IP in the Coordinating Teachers’ Report, which 
include a generic description of the plan, a set of specific actions that should be carried out to accomplish the plan, 
and a corresponding set of resources necessary for the implementation of the specific actions. Improvement Plans 
may also be proposed by coordinating teachers for whose CUs no problematic situations were identified. 
4.2. Data analysis 
The content analysis of the Students’ Representatives Report and Coordinating Teachers’ Reports is being 
conducted using the NVivo 9 software. For the coding process we have been using an open procedure (Saldanã, 
2009) that allows us to categorize the data taking into consideration the objective of comparing the students and the 
teachers’ perspectives. 
 
5. Results 
 
The preliminary results of the analysis show that students’ representatives (n=369) tend to concentrate on the 
weaknesses of the delivery they are exposed to, pointing out what they perceive as aspects that are in need of 
improvement. 20.3% of the students’ reports do not mention any strong points (n=75) (Figure 1). The trend becomes 
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less evident when the frequencies for the strong (n=193) and weak points (n=215) are compared. It is interesting to 
notice, though, that roughly the same sub-categories appear in both the strong and weak points categories (Figure 1), 
with “Teaching, Learning and Assessment” in clear evidence, which may indicate that those are the really important 
aspects of the delivery for the students. This result may become of importance in future action plans to address the 
students’ learning needs. 
Coordinating teachers (n=280), on the other hand, tend to focus on the strong points of their delivery, reporting a 
very high number of aspects (n=935). They point out the adequacy of the assessment methods and the students’ 
success rate, referring that the alignment (course objectives and teaching activities) is well established. They also 
refer that students master the necessary pre-requisites for achieving the learning outcomes established for the course, 
and that there is a proper balance between the students’ declared workload and the established ECTS. As for the 
weak points, teachers show a tendency to justify the less positive results in their CUs by the overall students’ 
attitude, lower workload than required and lack of preparation, and the inadequacy of the available resources,  thus 
reflecting a somewhat expectable trend (Figure 1). 
While comparing the number of entries, and their contents, it is possible to realize that teachers provide richer 
and more detailed information than students. This aspect should be further explored, but the reasons may be linked 
to the structure of the QAS-TL and the institutional guidelines for its usage.  
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 1: Frequencies of entries for strong and weak points of students and coordinating teachers’ reports (UCs total=280) 
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From a total of 280 Coordinating Teachers (CT), 54 filled in Improvement Plans (IP), corresponding to 19.3% of 
the analysed sample. The majority of these 54 IP were fulfilled because they represent problematic situation that are 
identified as a result of the automatic indicators withdraw from the students’ survey, and therefore compulsory to fill 
in. The analysis of the IP reveals that: 
 
x 8 CT who fulfil the IP section do not respond clearly to what was asked when describing an Improvement Plan 
(14.8% from the total of IP reported); 
x 7 CT present a misalignment between the IP description and action and/or the necessary resources to implement 
the action (13.0%); 
x 3 CT have problems in defining appropriate improvement actions to meet the description (5.6%). 
 
Considering these cases and the overall defined Improvement Plan descriptions, it is possible to observe the 
emergence of four main categories (Figure 2), being the strongest ones associated to teaching, learning & 
assessment, resources, and the promotion of motivation and interest of students. 
 
 
 
Figure 2: Hierarchical graphic for the categorization of the Improvement Plans 
 
 
 Taking into account the issue of hetero and self-evaluation reported by the coordinating teachers (that can be the 
appraisal considering themselves or the colleagues they work with), in the strong points they focus on aspects of 
teaching, learning and assessment (n of entries=180), professional skills (n=73) and scientific skills (n=60) (Figure 
3). 
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Figure 3: Hierarchical graphic for the categorization of the strong points in teacher´s self and hetero evaluation. 
 
 
 
Regarding the weak points, whose frequency is much lower than the strong points, the main aspects focused are 
categorized as “teaching, learning and assessment” issues (n =91). 49 teachers (17.5% of the total sample) give no 
answer or don’t answer adequately to this question (n=39; 13.9%) (Figure 4). 
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Figure 4: Hierarchical graphic for the categorization of the weak points in teacher´s self and hetero evaluation. 
 
Within the “teaching, learning & assessment” category, the most important subcategories are: “teaching 
strategies”, which is clearly in line with the students’ opinions (see Figure 1); and “teacher support and feedback”, 
an essential part of any learning system. This last subcategory seems to be one of the teachers’ main concerns as a 
weak point, although it doesn’t come out as one of the major issues for the students (n=7 in both the strong and 
weak points, Figure 1). 
Overall, when observing the students and the teachers’ perspectives on the weak points, it is easier to find 
common grounds between the teachers’ self and hetero evaluation reports and the students’ representatives reports 
than when these latter reports are compared with the coordinating teachers CU reports, which may just reflect a 
more distant, detached view of the course as a whole. 
6. Final considerations  
Quality Assurance Systems that do not embed the objective of teaching and learning enhancement can easily 
become obsolete, since they will just produce ‘empty’ judgments and values that will serve no other purpose than 
accountability. The outcomes of properly developed monitoring and evaluation systems are therefore essential for 
the development of an understanding of the educational system set in place, both from a bottom-up and from a top-
down perspective. 
On the other hand, an effective involvement of the academic community in the process of reporting their 
appraisals about the process of teaching and learning within the CUs is fundamental in assuring the data integrity 
and reliability, and consequently, the associated implications. This important issue has been referred by several 
authors as one of the major shortcomings of this type of systems (Newton, 2002; Huusko & Ursin, 2010). In order to 
promote a quality culture inside the institution as pointed out by Kristensen (2007), this project intends to highlight 
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and share the purposes, procedures, results and conclusions of the QAS-TL within the academic community of the 
University of Aveiro.  
As discussed in the previous section, some of the preliminary results already allow us to identify important 
aspects in which improvement actions are needed, both in terms of the way in which the system is set up (requiring, 
for instance, clarifying sessions on what the different agents are expect to report in each of the available 
instruments) and thus improving its reliability and efficacy, and more importantly, in terms of the teaching and 
learning process. As an example, it is now clearer what aspects of the delivery are important for the students and 
what actions can be taken to improve those aspects and engage students in their learning process (e.g. improving 
their autonomy, which teachers seem to be concerned and even report as a weak point of their own provision). 
Further analysis of the available data may therefore be of extreme importance in defining the proper direction of the 
quality improvement actions and plans. 
The reported study will continue with a longitudinal design that allow us to understand the impact of the 
proposed changes and the stability of the weaknesses and strengths identified by the students and by the teachers, as 
well as the impact of the Improvement Plans earlier described and analysed. The reflection on these results, as well 
as the systematic analysis and exploration of the data collected by QAS_TL, will help to better tune the institutional 
strategies to improve the quality of teaching and learning in higher education. 
We hope this approach will increase the participation of students and teachers in the quality assurance process, 
and allow a broader discussion around the QAS_TL and consequently improve its efficiency and acceptance by the 
different stakeholders, serving not only the purpose of accountability, but also, and mainly, the quality enhancement.  
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